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(54) Microelectromechanical devices including rotating plates and related methods 



(57) The invention relates to an electromechanical 
device which includes a first frame (50) having a first 
aperture therein, a second frame (52) suspended in the 
first frame, the second frame having a second aperture 
therein, and a plate (54) suspended in the second ap- 
erture. A first pair of beams (56) support the second 
frame (52) along a first axis relative to the first frame 
(50) so that the second frame rotates about the first axis. 
A second pair of beams (58) supports the plate (54) 
along a second axis relative to the second frame (52) 
so that the plate rotates about the second axis relative 
to the second frame. The first and second axes prefer- 
ably intersect at a 90° angle. A first set of actuators (60) 
provides mechanical force for rotating the second frame 
(52) relative to the first frame (50) about the first axis. A 
second set of actuators (62) provide mechanical force 
for rotating the plate (54) relative to the second frame 
(52) about the second axis. Accordingly, the plate (54) 
can be independently rotated relative to the first axis and 
the second axis. 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to the field of electro- 
mechanics and more particularly to the field of microe- 
lectromechanical devices. 



Background of the Invention 

Thin film processes developed in the field of micro- 
electronic integrated circuits have been used to produce 
precision microelectromechanical devices. For exam- 
ple, solid state laser and fiber optic couplings, ink jet 
nozzles and charge plates, magnetic disk read/write 
heads, and optical recording heads have been pro- 
duced using thin film processes including photolithogra- 
phy, sputter deposition, etching, and plasma process- 
ing. These thin film processes allow the production of 
microelectromechanical devices with submicron dimen- 
sional control. 

One important microelectromechanical device is an 
electrostatically driven rotating mirror which is used in 
an optical scanner such as a bar code reader. In partic- 
ular, an electrostatically driven torsional scanning mirror 
is discussed in the reference entitled "Silicon Torsional 
Scanning Mirror" by Kurt E. Petersen, IBM J.Res.Devel- 
op., Vol. 24, No. 5, September 1980. In this reference, 
a single-crystal silicon chip contains a mirror element 
attached to two single-crystal silicon torsion bars. This 
silicon chip is bonded to another substrate into which a 
shallow rectangular well has been etched. At the bottcm 
of the well, two electrodes are alternately energized to 
deflect the mirror element in atorsional movement about 
the silicon torsion bars. 

The silicon torsion bars, however, may be unneces- 
sarily stiff thus requiring excessive torque to rotate the 
mirror. In addition, the location of the electrodes in the 
path of the rotating mirror may restrict the rotation of the 
mirror. Increasing the distance between the electrodes 
and the mirror may reduce the electrostatic force gen- 
erated therebetween. Furthermore, the bonding of the 
silicon chip to the second substrate may add unneces- 
sary complication to the fabrication of the device. 

A two-dimensional optical scanner is discussed in 
the reference entitled "2-Dimensional Optical Scanner 
Applying a Torsional Resonator With 2 Degrees of Free- 
dom" by Yoshinori Ohtuka et al., Proceedings, IEEE Mi- 
cro Electro Mechanical Systems, 1995, pp. 418, 
306-309. This reference discusses a torsional vibration 
system where two vibration forces are produced by one 
driving circuit. In particular, bimorph cells are used to 
excite the torsional vibration. One-dimensional scan- 
ning is enabled by driving the bimorph cells with the res- 
onance frequency of either of the two torsional vibra- 
tions. Two-dimensional scanning can be achieved if the 
bimorph cells are operated by adding the resonance fre- 
quency signals of the two torsional vibrations. The scan- 



ner of this reference, however, may only be able to in- 
dependently scan in any one dimension at predeter- 
mined resonance frequencies. In other words, because 
a single driving circuit is used to excite vibration about 

5 two axes, vibration about either axis may be limited to 
predetermined resonance frequencies. The scanner of 
this reference may also require the assembly of discrete 
components. 

Notwithstanding the above mentioned references, 

10 there continues to exist a need in the art for improved 
microelectromechanical scanners and methods. 

Summary of the Invention 

is It is therefore an object of the present invention to 
provide improved electromechanical devices and meth- 
ods. 

It is another object of the present invention to pro- 
vide an electromechanical rotating plate including im- 
20 proved actuators. 

It is still another object of the present invention to 
provide an electromechanical rotating plate which can 
reduce the torque needed to effect rotation. 

It is still another object of the present invention to 
25 provide an electromechanical rotating plate which can 
independently rotate around two different axes. 

These and other objects are provided according to 
the present invention by electromechanical devices in- 
cluding a frame having an aperture therein and a plate 
30 suspended in the aperture. A pair of beams extend from 
opposite sides of the plate to the frame wherein a first 
end of each of the beams is fixedly connected to one of 
the plate and the frame and the second end of each of 
the beams is in rotational contact with the other of the 
35 plate and the frame so that the plate rotates relative to 
the second frame about an axis defined by the beams. 
Accordingly, the plate is free to rotate about the axis thus 
requiring relatively little torque to effect rotation. 

Furthermore, the electromechanical devices can in- 
40 elude an actuator having an electrode spaced apart from 
the frame and an arm extending from the electrode to a 
portion of the plate so that a potential difference be- 
tween the electrode and the frame results in an electro- 
static force which is transmitted by the arm to the plate 
45 thus effecting rotation of the plate. Because this actuator 
generates an electrostatic force in response to a poten- 
tial difference between itself and the frame instead of 
the plate, the actuator does not inhibit motion of the 
plate. In addition, this actuator can provide a biasing 
so support for the plate. 

According to one aspect of the present invention, 
an electromechanical device includes a first frame hav- 
ing a first aperture therein, a second frame suspended 
in the first aperture wherein the second frame has a sec- 
55 ond aperture therein, and a plate suspended in the sec- 
ond aperture. A first pair of beams support the second 
frame along a first axis so that the second frame rotates 
about the first axis. A second pair of beams support the 
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plate along a second axis so that the plate rotates about 
the second axis. The first axis and the second axis pref- 
erably intersect at a 90° angle providing independent 
rotation for the plate about both axes. A first actuator 
provides mechanical force for rotating the second frame 
relative to the first frame about the first axis. A second 
actuator provides mechanical force for rotating the plate 
relative to the second frame about the second axis. Ac- 
cordingly, the plate can be independently rotated rela- 
tive to the first and second axes. 

The first and second frames can be formed from a 
microelectronic substrate to provide a microelectrome- 
chanical actuator. The plate can also be formed from 
this microelectronic substrate. Accordingly, the two axis 
actuator can be fabricated on a single substrate without 
the need for wafer bonding. More particularly, the first 
and second frames and the plate can be formed from a 
silicon substrate and the beams can be formed from 
polysilicon. The microelectromechanical actuator can 
thus be fabricated using thin film processing techniques 
known in the field of micromachining. 

Each of the beams supporting the plate can extend 
from an opposite side of the plate to the second frame, 
and a first end of each of the beams can be fixedly con- 
nected to one of the plate or the second frame. The sec- 
ond end of each of the beams can be in rotational con- 
tact with the other of the plate or the second frame so 
that the plate rotates relative to the second frame about 
the axis defined by the beams. More particularly, these 
beams can be fixedly connected to the plate, and each 
beam may include an arched contact surface adjacent 
the second frame so that each of the beams rolls on the 
second frame as the plate rotates. The arched contact 
surfaces further reduce the torque required to rotate the 
plate. 

A biasing support can support the plate relative to 
the second frame so that the plate and the second frame 
are coplanar when no mechanical force is provided by 
the second actuator and so that the plate rotates about 
the second axis when mechanical force is provided by 
the second actuator. This biasing support can be pro- 
vided by the actuator. In particular, the second actuator 
can include an electrode spaced apart from the second 
frame and an arm extending from the electrode to a por- 
tion of the plate wherein a potential difference between 
the electrode and the second frame results in electro- 
static force which is transmitted via the arm to the plate 
thus rotating the plate relative to the second frame. The 
electrode can be fixedly connected to the second frame 
along a portion thereof spaced from the plate, and the 
arm can be fixedly connected to the plate so that the 
plate and the second frame are maintained in a common 
plane when there is no potential difference between the 
electrode and the second frame. Alternately, a microme- 
chanical spring can be provided between the plate and 
the second frame. 

An insulating layer can be provided between the 
second frame and the electrode of the second actuator 



to prevent electrical shorts therebetween. For example, 
a silicon nitride layer can be provided on the second 
frame. In addition, the arm of the actuator may extend 
to a portion of the plate closely spaced from the second 
s axis. Accordingly, a relatively small movement of the ac- 
tuator can result in a relatively large rotation of the plate 
about the second axis. 

According to another aspect of the present inven- 
tion, a method for fabricating an electromechanical de- 
vice on a substrate includes the steps of defining plate 
and frame regions on a face of the substrate wherein 
the frame region surrounds the plate region and wherein 
the plate region and the frame region are separated by 
a sacrificial substrate region. A supporting structure is 
formed to support the plate region along an axis relative 
to the frame region, and an actuator is formed on the 
face of the substrate which provides mechanical force 
to the plate region. The sacrificial substrate region is 
then removed so that the plate region rotates about the 
axis relative to the frame region in response to mechan- 
ical force provided by the actuator. This method allows 
the fabrication of a microelectromechanical device with 
a rotating plate using a single substrate thus eliminating 
the need for wafer bonding. 

More particularly, the steps of defining the plate and 
frame regions may include doping the respective re- 
gions, and the step of removing the sacrificial substrate 
region may include etching undoped portions of the sub- 
strate. Accordingly, the plate and frame regions can be 
defined early in the fabrication process and then sepa- 
rated later in the fabrication process after forming the 
beams and the actuators. Accordingly, the plate and 
frame regions can be defined without creating signifi- 
cant topography allowing the beams and actuators to 
be formed on a relatively flat substrate. 

The step of forming the supporting structure can in- 
clude the steps of forming a pair of beams on opposite 
sides of the plate region which define an axis of rotation 
through the plate region. Each of the beams extends 
from the plate region to the frame region, and each of 
the beams is fixedly connected to one of the plate region 
and the frame region. A second end of each of the 
beams is in rotational contact with the other of the plate 
region and the frame region so that the plate rotates rel- 
ative to the frame. As discussed above, the rotational 
contact reduces the torque required to rotate the plate. 

The step of forming the beams can include the steps 
of forming a sacrificial layer on the substrate, forming 
first and second holes in the sacrificial layer exposing 
portions of the plate region along the axis, and forming 
first and second partial holes in the sacrificial layer op- 
posite the frame region without exposing the frame re- 
gion. The partial holes are formed along the axis, and 
the partial holes can be formed by isotropically etching 
the sacrificial layer. First and second beams are formed 
on the sacrificial layer wherein each of the beams is fix- 
edly connected to the plate region through a respective 
one of the holes in the sacrificial layer. Each beam ex- 
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tends from a respective exposed portion of the plate re- 
gion to a respective partial hole opposite the frame re- 
gion. The sacrificial layer is then removed so that the 
first and second beams extend from the plate to the 
frame in a cantilevered fashion. Accordingly, each of the 
beams includes an arched contact surface in rotational 
contact with the frame. 

The step of forming the sacrificial layer may include 
the steps of forming a first sacrificial sublayer having a 
first etch rate and forming a second sacrificial sublayer 
having a second etch rate which is high relative to the 
first etch rate. The step of isotropically etching the sac- 
rificial layer thus forms the spartial holes primarily in the 
second sacrificial sublayer. The first sacrificial sublayer 
with the relatively low etching rate thus ensures an ad- 
equate spacing between the contact surface of the 
beam and the substrate. 

The step of forming the actuator can include the 
steps of forming an electrode spaced apart from the 
frame region and an arm extending from the electrode 
to a portion of the plate region. A potential difference 
between the electrode and the frame region results in 
electrostatic force which is transmitted by the arm to the 
plate region. Accordingly, the plate can rotate in re- 
sponse to the electrostatic force generated between the 
electrode and the frame. Furthermore, by providing a 
fixed connection between the arm and the plate, the ac- 
tuator can provide a biasing support which supports the 
plate relative to the frame so that the plate and the frame 
are coplanar when no mechanical force is provided to 
the plate. 

Electromechanical devices of the present invention 
can thus provide independent rotation of the plate about 
two axes of rotation. The beams which provide a rota- 
tional contact between the plate and the frame can re- 
duce the torque required to rotate the plate. Further- 
more, the electrostatic actuators which generate a me- 
chanical force in response to a potential difference be- 
tween the electrode and the frame need not lie in the 
path of rotation of the plate. Electromechanical devices 
of the present invention can also be fabricated on a sin- 
gle substrate using micromachining techniques. 

By providing a reflecting surface on the plate, a ro- 
tating mirror for a scanner can be produced. According- 
ly, a rotating mirror can be produced efficiently and eco- 
nomically without the need for wafer bonding or the as- 
sembly of discrete components. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 A is a plan view of a substrate with doped 
regions defining first and second frame regions and a 
plate region according to the present invention. 

Figure 1 B is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
of Figure 1 A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 1 B. 

Figure 2A is a plan view of the substrate of Figure 
1 A covered with a patterned sacrificial layer 

Figure 2B is a cross sectional view of the substrate 



and sacrificial layer of Figure 2A taken along the section 
line labeled Fig. 2B. 

Figure 2C is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
and sacrificial layer of Figure 2A taken along the section 
s line labeled Fig. 2C. 

Figure 3A is a plan view of the substrate and sacri- 
ficial layer of Figure 2A with supporting beams formed 
thereon. 

Figure 3B is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
10 of Figure 3A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 3B. 
Figure 3C is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
of Figure 3A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 3C. 

Figure 4A is a plan view of the substrate of Figure 
3A with electrostatic actuators formed thereon. 
is Figure 4B is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
of Figure 4A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 4B. 

Figure 4C is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
of Figure 4A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 4C. 
Figure 5A is a plan view of the substrate of Figure 
20 4A after removing the sacrificial layers and sacrificial 
portions of the substrate. 

Figure 5B is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
of Figure 5A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 5B. 
Figure 5C is a cross sectional view of the substrate 
25 of Figure 5 A taken along the section line labeled Fig. 5C. 
Figure 6 is a perspective view of an optical scanner 
according to the present invention. 



Detailed Description 



30 



The present invention will now be described more 
fully hereinafter with reference to the accompanying 
drawings, in which preferred embodiments of the inven- 
tion are shown. This invention may, however, be embod- 

35 ied in many different forms and should not be construed 
as limited to the embodiments set forth herein; rather, 
these embodiments are provided so that this disclosure 
will be thorough and complete, and will fully convey the 
scope of the invention to those skilled in the art. In the 

40 drawings, the thicknesses of layers and regions are ex- 
aggerated for clarity. Like numbers refer to like elements 
throughout. 

A top view of a microelectromechanical rotating mir- 
ror according to the present invention is illustrated in Fig- 

45 ure 5A, while cross sectional views are illustrated in Fig- 
ures 5B and 5C. In particular, a first frame 50 and a sec- 
ond frame 52 respectively surround the rotating plate 54 
on which a mirror can be formed. A first pair of beams 
56 support the second frame 52 along a first axis relative 

so to the first frame 50 so that the second frame 52 rotates 
about the first axis relative to the f i rst frame 50. A second 
pair of beams 58 supports the plate 54 along a second 
axis relative to the second frame 52 so that the plate 54 
rotates about the second axis relative to the second 

55 frame 50. As shown, the first axis of rotation and the 
second axis of rotation intersect at a 90° angle. 

Afirst set of four actuators 60 is provided on the first 
frame 50 with one actuator on each side of each of the 
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beams 56 of the first pair. These actuators 60 provide 
mechanical force for rotating the second frame 52 rela- 
tive to the first frame 50 about the first axis which is de- 
fined by the first pair of beams 56. A second set of four 
actuators 62 is provided on the second frame 52 with s 
one actuator on each side of each of the beams 58 of 
the second pair. These actuators 62 provide mechanical 
force for rotating the plate 54 relative to the second 
frame 52 about the second axis which is defined by the 
second pair of beams 58. In addition, both sets of actu- 
ators assist in positioning and supporting the movable 
plate and second frame. Accordingly, the plate can ro- 
tate independently about both the first axis of rotation 
and the second axis of rotation. 

As shown in cross section in Figure 5B, each of the 
beams 58 of the second pair extends from a side of the 
plate 54 and is fixedly connected thereto. Each beam 
58 extends over the second frame 52 and is positioned 
adjacent the surface thereof for rotational movement. 
Accordingly, these beams 58 define the second axis of 
rotation about which the plate 54 rotates relative to the 
second frame 52. Because the beams 58 are not fixedly 
connected to both the plate 54 and the second frame 
52, the torque required to rotate the plate about the sec- 
ond axis can be reduced. Furthermore, the arched con- 
tact surface 64 of each beam 58 adjacent the second 
frame 52 allows the beam to roll on the second frame 
during rotation of the plate 54 further reducing the torque 
required to rotate the plate. 

As will be understood by one having skill in the art, 
the arched contact surface 64 can be rounded, pointed, 
or otherwise shaped to provide a rolling motion for the 
beam when the plate rotates. In addition, the pair of sec- 
ond beams extending from opposite sides of the plate 
is defined to include a structure wherein the pair of 
beams are joined on the plate. In other words, the pair 
of second beams can be provided by a structure on the 
plate which extends across the plate and beyond oppo- 
site sides of the plate. The pair of first beams can be 
provided by a similar structure on the second frame 
raised to permit movement of the plate. Alternately, the 
pair of second beams and the plate can be formed from 
a single layer of a material such as polysilicon so that 
the pair of second beams and the plate are confined 
within a single plane. Again, the pair of first beams and 
the second frame can similarly be formed from a single 
layer. The beams 56 extending from the second frame 
52 operate in the same manner as discussed above with 
regard to the beams 58 extending from the plate 54. 

As shown in Figure 5C, each of the actuators 62 
includes at least one electrode 66 spaced apart from 
and electrically insulated from the second frame 52, and 
an arm 68 extending from the electrode 66 and attached 
to a portion of the plate 54 off the second axis. The elec- 
trode is an electrically conductive plate generally paral- 
lel to the second frame and spaced from it by supports, 
as illustrated in Figures 5B and 5C. The supports are 
preferably located at the edge of the electrode and are 
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located on two sides, but this configuration may change 
as necessary or desirable to obtain the optimum com- 
bination of structural support and flexibility for move- 
ment. 

Accordingly, a potential difference between the 
electrode 66 and the second frame 52 will result in an 
electrostatic force which is transmitted via the arm 68 to 
the plate 54 thus rotating the plate 54 relative to the sec- 
ond frame 52. By attaching the arm 68 to the plate 54, 
the plate 54 and the second frame 52 can be maintained 
in a generally common plane when there is no potential 
difference between the electrode 66 and the second 
frame 52. The actuator 62 can thus provide a structure 
that supports the plate 54 relative to the second frame 
52 and selectively biases it to induce desired rotation. 
Such biasing support can alternately be provided by mi- 
cromachined springs which can be formed from the 
same material used to form the plate and the second 
frame. For example, serpentine springs may be formed 
between the plate and frame. 

The rotation of the second frame 52 is illustrated by 
arrows 59 in Figures 5B and 5C. This rotation occurs in 
the plane of Figures 5B and 5C about the axis defined 
by the first pair of beams 56 (shown in Figure 5A). The 
plate 54 rotates into and out of the plane of Figures 5B 
and 5C about the axis defined by the second pair of 
beams 58. 

By generating a potential difference between the 
electrode 66 and the second frame 52 at a location re- 
mote from the plate or its rotational arc, the electrode 
does not interfere with or intrude into the path of rotation 
of the plate 54. Accordingly, the electrode 66 can be 
closely spaced from the second frame 52 thus increas- 
ing the electrostatic force generated without reducing a 
range of motion for the plate 54. Furthermore, the useful 
size of the electrode 62 and the electrostatic forces gen- 
erated thereby are not limited by the size of the plate 54. 

The arm 68 preferably extends to a portion of the 
plate 54 closely spaced from the second axis. Accord- 
ingly, a relatively small displacement of the arm 68 can 
result in a relatively large rotation of the plate 54. As 
shown, the actuator arms 68 are fixedly connected to 
the plate 54 thus providing biasing support for the plate. 
Alternatively, the arms can extend adjacent to the plate 
without being fixedly connected thereto. Accordingly, 
the torque required to rotate the plate can be reduced 
because the arms are positioned adjacent the surface 
of the plate but are not attached to it. The insulating layer 
110 forming the upper surface of the second frame can 
be used to prevent electrical shorts between the elec- 
trode 62 and the conductive portion of the second frame 
52. The actuators 60 on the first frame including elec- 
trodes 70 and the arms 72 operate as discussed above 
with regard to the actuators 62 on the second frame. 

By providing a reflective surface 107 on the plate, 
a rotating mirror is produced. This rotating mirror can be 
used to provide an optical scanner 200 such as a bar 
code reader, as shown in Figure 6. For example, a laser 
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202 or other energy source can generate a beam of 
electromagnetic radiation 204 such as light and project 
the beam onto the reflective surface 107 of the rotating 
mirror. By rotating the mirror about the first and second 
axes, the reflected beam 206 can be scanned in a pre- 
determined pattern. This scanned beam can be used to 
read a pattern such as a bar code. The control circuit 
208 may provide control signals which control the oper- 
ation of the rotating mirror and the operation of the laser. 

A method for fabricating the microelectromechani- 
cal rotating mirror of Figures 5A-C will be discussed as 
follows with reference to Figures 1 A-C, 2A-C, 3A-C, 4A- 
C, and 5A-C. As shown in Figures 1 A-C, predetermined 
surface regions of substrate 1 00 are doped thus defining 
the first frame region 102, the second frame region 1 04, 
and the plate region 106. The substrate can be a micro- 
electronic substrate formed from materials such as sili- 
con, gallium arsenide, or other materials used in the fab- 
rication of microelectronic devices. The predetermined 
surface regions can be doped with boron by either an 
implant or a diffusion step. Each of these regions is sep- 
arated by sacrificial substrate regions 108. The dopant 
can later serve as an etch stop so that the sacrificial re- 
gions of the substrate can be selectively etched away 
leaving only doped portions of the substrate. Such an 
etch can be performed at a later point in fabrication to 
separate the first frame 50, the second frame 52, and 
the plate 54 as shown in Figures 5A-C. Accordingly, the 
frame and plate regions can be defined without creating 
significant topology which could increase the difficulty 
of processing. 

A protective nitride layer 110 can be formed on the 
doped regions of the substrate, and a sacrificial layer 
112 can then be formed on the substrate and patterned, 
as shown in Figures 2A-C. The nitride layer 110 can pro- 
vide stress compensation in the frame and plate regions 
when separated, and the nitride layer 110 can also pro- 
vide an insulating layer between the electrodes and re- 
spective frames. The nitride layer 110 can also provide 
insulation between conductive lines and the doped re- 
gions of the substrate. Alternately, the nitride layer 110 
can cover only portions of the doped regions as re- 
quired. For example, portions of the plate could be left 
uncovered using the reflective properties of the sub- 
strate to provide the mirror. A protective nitride layer 111 
can also be formed on the back of the substrate 100. 
The nitride layers 110 and 111 can be formed simulta- 
neously. 

Partial holes 126 in the sacrificial layer provide a 
mold for the arched contact surfaces for each of the first 
pair of beams, and the partial holes 128 provide a mold 
for the arched contact surfaces for each of the second 
pair of beams. The partial holes 126 and 128 can be 
formed simultaneously by isotropically etching partial 
holes through the sacrificial layer 112 without exposing 
the substrate. The isotropic etch provides the arched 
surfaces shown in Figure 2B. In particular, small por- 
tions of the sacrificial layer 112 are exposed photolitho- 



graphically, and a wet isotropic etch is performed for a 
predetermined time so that the partial hole is formed 
with the arched surface and without exposing the sub- 
strate. 

5 The sacrificial layer 112 can include a first sacrificial 
sublayer 1 1 2A having a first etch rate and a second sac- 
rificial sublayer 112B having a second etch rate which 
is high relative to the first etch rate. Accordingly, the par- 
tial hole is formed primarily in the second sacrificial sub- 

10 layer 112B with the first sacrificial sublayer 112A being 
used to prevent the substrate from being exposed. In 
particular, the first sacrificial sublayer 112A can be 
formed from athermal silicon oxide, and the second sac- 
rificial sublayer 112B can be formed from phosphorus 

is silicate glass (PSG) which has an etch rate that is high 
when compared to that of a thermal silicon oxide. Ac- 
cordingly, a portion of the sacrificial layer remains be- 
tween the arched surface of the partial holes and the 
substrate. Dashed lines in Figure 2A indicate the frame 

20 and plate regions of the substrate which have been pre- 
viously defined and covered with the sacrificial layer 
112 

The sacrificial layer 112 can then be patterned to 
expose portions of the substrate to which the actuators 
25 and supporting beams will be anchored. The holes 114 
expose portions of the substrate to which the first pair 
of beams will be anchored to the second frame. The 
holes 116 expose portions of the substrate to which the 
second pair of beams will be anchored to the plate. The 
30 holes 1 1 8 expose portions of the substrate to which the 
first set of actuator electrodes will be anchored to the 
first frame, and the holes 120 expose portions of the 
substrate to which the first set of actuator arms will be 
anchored to the second frame. The holes 122 expose 
35 portions of the substrate to which the second set of ac- 
tuator electrodes will be anchored to the second frame, 
and holes 1 24 expose portions of the substrate to which 
the second set of actuator arms will be anchored to the 
plate. Preferably, the step of forming the partial holes 
40 1 26 and 1 28 precedes the step of formin g the holes 1 1 4, 
116, 118, 120, 122, and 124 which expose the substrate 
because higher resolution patterning may be required 
to form the partial holes. 

As shown, the actuator electrodes can be anchored 
45 to the substrate along L shaped patterns 118 and 122 
as shown in Figure 2A. Alternately, the actuator elec- 
trodes can be anchored to smaller portions of the sub- 
strate such as patterns including only the linear portion 
of the L perpendicular to the respective axis of rotation. 
so The larger L shaped anchor may provide a stiffer actu- 
ator capable of providing lowerforce at ahigherfrequen- 
cy of operation, while the smaller linear anchor may pro- 
vide a more flexible actuator capable of providing great- 
er force at a lower frequency of operation. 
55 A polysilicon layer is formed on the patterned sac- 
rificial layer 112 and patterned to form the beams which 
define the axes of rotation and to form the anchoring 
structures for the actuator electrodes and arms, as 
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shown in Figures 3A-C. In particular, each of the beams 
56 fills a respective hole 114 fixedly connecting it to the 
second frame region of the substrate and extends to the 
respective partial hole 126 thus forming the arched con- 
tact surface spaced from the first frame region of the s 
substrate. Each of the beams 58 fills a respective hole 
116 fixedly connecting it to the plate region of the sub- 
strate and extends to the respective partial hole 1 28 thus 
forming the arched contact surface spaced from the sec- 
ond frame region of the substrate. 

The anchoring structures 130, 132, 134, and 136 
are also formed from this patterned layer of polysilicon. 
Anchoring structures 130 are used to anchor the elec- 
trodes of the first set of actuators to the first frame region 
of the substrate, and anchoring structures 132 are used 
to anchor the electrodes from the second set of actua- 
tors to the second frame portion of the substrate. An- 
choring structures 1 34 are used to anchor the arms from 
the first set of actuators to the second frame region of 
the substrate, and anchoring structures 136 are used to 
anchor the arms from the second set of actuators to the 
plate region of the substrate. As discussed above, the 
relatively large L shaped anchoring structures 1 30 and 
132 can be used to provide relatively stiff actuators. Al- 
ternately, only the linear portions of the anchoring struc- 
tures 130 and 132 perpendicular to the respective axes 
of rotation can be used to provide a more flexible actu- 
ator. Again, the dashed lines of Figure 3A indicate the 
defined portions of the substrate which have been cov- 
ered by the sacrificial layer 112. 

A second sacrificial layer 140 is then formed on the 
structure of Figures 3A-C and patterned, and a second 
patterned polysilicon layer is formed thereon as shown 
in Figures 4A-C. The second sacrificial layer 140 is pat- 
terned to expose the anchoring structures 130, 132, 
134, and 136 shown in Figures 3A-3C. Because the 
polysilicon beams 56 and 58 are covered by the second 
polysilicon layer 140, these beams are illustrated with 
dotted lines in Figure 4A. As before, the defined regions 
of the substrate are also illustrated with dotted lines. 

The second patterned polysilicon layer forms the 
actuators 60 including electrodes 70 and arms 72, and 
the actuators 62 including electrodes 66 and arms 68. 
The second patterned polysilicon layer can be heavily 
doped so that the electrode portion of the actuator is 
conductive. As shown in Figures 4B and 4C, the actua- 
tors 60 and 62 are formed on the respective anchoring 
structures 130, 134, 132, and 136 which are exposed 
by the second sacrificial layer. By forming the beams 56 
and 58 from the first polysilicon layer, and forming the 
actuators 60 and 62 from the second polysilicon layer, 
the beams can have a thickness that is different from 
that of the actuators. Preferably, the first polysilicon lay- 
er is relatively thick so that the beams 56 and 58 are 
stiff, and the second polysilicon layer is relatively thin so 
that the electrodes of the actuators are relatively flexi- 
ble. For example, the beams can be formed from a poly- 
silicon layer on the order of several microns thick, and 



the electrodes can be formed from polysilicon on the or- 
der of less than one micron thick. Alternately, the beams 
and the electrodes can be formed from the same poly- 
silicon layer thus eliminating the need to form and pat- 
tern the second sacrificial layer and the second polysil- 
icon layer. 

The spacing between the actuator electrode and 
the substrate is determined by the combined thickness- 
es of the sacrificial layers. Accordingly, this spacing can 
be precisely controlled, and very small spacings can be 
provided. 

The sacrificial layers and the sacrificial portions of 
the substrate are then selectively removed to form the 
microelectromechanical rotating mirror shown in Fig- 
ures 5A-C. The backside nitride layer 111 is patterned 
to provide a mask for etching the substrate 100 using 
an etchant such as KOH to remove the undoped and 
unmasked portions of the substrate. Accordingly, the 
second frame region 104 is separated from the first 
frame region 102, and the plate region 106 is separated 
from the second frame region 104, thus forming the first 
frame 50, the second frame 52, and the plate 54. The 
sacrificial layers 112 and 140 are then selectively re- 
moved using an etchant such as HF to free the cantilev- 
ered actuator arms and support beams. As shown, the 
second frame 52 is suspended relative to the first frame 
50 by the actuators 60. The plate 54 is suspended rel- 
ative to the second frame 52 by the actuators 62. 

The beams 58 thus include arched contact surfaces 
64 adjacent the second frame 52 so that each beam is 
in rotational contact with the second frame. As shown, 
when none of the actuators is activated, the contact sur- 
faces of both of the beams can be slightly spaced from 
the second frame 52. When force is applied to the plate 
by one or more of the actuators 62, the contact surface 
comes into contact with the second frame forcing the 
plate to then rotate about the axis defined by the beams. 
Accordingly, the beam rolls relative to the frame reduc- 
ing the torque required to rotate the plate. The beam is 
thus defined as being in rotational contact with the frame 
even though a narrow space may exist between the con- 
tact surface of the beam and the frame when no force 
is applied to the plate. 

By anchoring the arms 68 of the actuators 62 rela- 
tively close to the axis defined by the beams 58, a rela- 
tively small movement of the arm will result in a relatively 
large rotation of the plate. Accordingly, the electrodes of 
the actuators can be closely spaced from the second 
frame thus increasing the electrostatic force generated 
thereby while still effecting a significant rotation of the 
plate. 

While the actuators are illustrated with the rotating 
beams, the actuator can alternately be used with other 
means for defining the axis of rotation. For example, the 
actuator can be used with torsion bars and/or a support- 
ing ridge. Conversely, while the rotating beams are il- 
lustrated with the electrostatic actuatcrs, the rotating 
beams can be used with other actuators. For example, 
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the rotating beams can be used together with thermal 
actuators, magnetic actuators, piezoelectric actuators, 
and bimetallic actuators. 

The plate 54 can serve as the mirror. If the substrate 
is a polished single crystal semiconductor material, a 
mirror finish can be provided by removing a portion of 
the nitride layer therefrom. Alternately, a layer 107 of a 
reflective material such as a metal can be formed on the 
plate. According to yet another alternative, the plate can 
be formed from the first polysilicon layer used to form 
the beams and polished or otherwise provided with a 
reflective layer thereon. The plate and the beams can 
thus be formed as an integrated structure. 

Electrical connections on each of the first frame, the 
second frame, and the plate can be provided by con- 
ductive lines thereon. For example, metal lines or doped 
polysilicon lines can provide interconnection, and these 
lines can be insulated from the doped silicon by the ni- 
tride layer 110. Electrical connection between the first 
and second frames can be provided by wire bonding, 
through electrical connection across the beams 56, 
through electrical connection across the actuator arms 
72, or through electrical connection across a long flexi- 
ble bridge structure between the first and second 
frames. 

The microelectromechanical rotating mirror of Fig- 
ures 5A-C can th us be formed on a single substrate with- 
out the need to bond wafers or assemble discrete com- 
ponents. Accordingly, this mirror can be economically 
and reliably fabricated. Furthermore, the mirror provides 
independent rotation about two axes, and the electrodes 
do not lie in the path of rotations of the mirror. 

By using a doping technique to define the frame and 
plate regions of the substrate, subsequent processing 
can be performed on a smooth substrate. The subse- 
quent processes can be performed more easily due to 
the reduction in topography. Significant topography is 
added to the structure only after the final etches remov- 
ing the sacrificial layers and substrate regions which oc- 
cur after most processes which are sensitive to extreme 
topography have been completed. 

In the drawings and specification, there have been 
disclosed typical preferred embodiments of the inven- 
tion and, although specific terms are employed, they are 
used in a generic and descriptive sense only and not for 
purposes of limitation, the scope of the invention being 
set forth in the following claims. 



Claims 

1. An electromechanical device comprising: 

a first frame having a first aperture therein; 
a second frame suspended in said first aper- 
ture, said second frame having a second aper- 
ture therein; 

a plate suspended in said second aperture; 



a first pair of beams which support said second 
frame along a first axis relative to said first 
frame so that said second frame rotates about 
said first axis relative to said first frame; 
5 a second pair of beams which support said 

plate along a second axis relative to said sec- 
ond frame so that said plate rotates about said 
second axis relative to said second frame 
wherein said first axis and said second axis in- 
to tersect; 

afirst actuator which provides mechanical force 
for rotating said second frame relative to said 
first frame about said first axis; and 
a second actuator which provides mechanical 
75 force for rotating said plate relative to said sec- 

ond frame about said second axis so that said 
plate can be independently rotated relative to 
said first axis and said second axis. 

20 2. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
wherein said first and second frames respectively 
comprise first and second portions of a microelec- 
tronic substrate to provide a microelectromechani- 
cal actuator. 

25 

3. An electromechanical device according to Claim 2 
wherein said plate comprises a third portion of said 
microelectronic substrate. 

30 4. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
wherein said microelectronic substrate comprises a 
silicon substrate and wherein said first and second 
pairs of beams comprise first and second polysili- 
con beams. 

35 

5. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
wherein each of said beams of said second pair ex- 
tends from opposite sides of said plate to said sec- 
ond frame and wherein one end of each of said 

40 beams of said second pair is fixedly connected to 
one of said plate and said second frame and anoth- 
er end of each of said beams of said second pair is 
in rotational contact with the other of said plate and 
said second frame so that said plate rotates relative 

45 to said second frame about an axis defined by said 
beams of said second pair. 

6. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
wherein each of said beams of said second pair is 

so fixedly connected to said plate and wherein each of 
said beams of said second pair comprises an 
arched contact surface adjacent said second frame 
so that each of said beams of said second pair rolls 
on said second frame. 

55 

7. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
further comprising: 
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a reflective surface on said plate; and 
a laser which generates a beam of electromag- 
netic radiation and directs said beam toward 
said reflective surface so that a reflected beam 
can be scanned by rotating said plate. s 

8. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
further comprising a biasing support which supports 
said plate relative to said second frame so that said 
plate and said second frame are coplanar when no 10 
mechanical force is provided by said second actu- 
ator and so that said plate rotates about said second 
axis when mechanical force is provided by said sec- 
ond actuator. 

15 

9. An electromechanical device according to Claim 1 
wherein said second actuator comprises an elec- 
trode spaced apart from said second frame and an 
arm extending from said electrode to a portion of 
said plate off said second axis wherein a potential 20 
difference between said electrode and said second 
frame results in an electrostatic force which is trans- 
mitted via said arm to said plate thus rotating said 
plate relative to said second frame. 

25 

10. An electromechanical device according to Claim 9 
wherein said electrode is fixedly connected to said 
second frame along a portion thereof spaced from 
said plate. 

30 

11. An electromechanical device according to Claim 10 
wherein said arm is fixedly connected to said plate 
so that said plate and said second frame are main- 
tained in a common plane when there is no potential 
difference between said electrode and said second 35 
frame. 

12. An electromechanical device according to Claim 9 
further comprising an insulating layer between said 
second frame and said electrode to prevent electri- *o 
cal shorts therebetween. 

13. An electromechanical device according to Claim 9 
wherein said second actuator further comprises a 
second electrode spaced apart from said second 45 
frame and a second arm extending from said sec- 
ond electrode to a second portion of said plate op- 
posite said second axis from said first arm wherein 

a potential difference between said second elec- 
trode and said second frame results in an electro- so 
static force which is transmitted via said second arm 
to said plate thus rotating said plate in a direction 
opposite rotation generated by said first actuator. 

14. An electromechanical device according to Claim 9 55 
wherein said arm extends to a portion of said plate 
closely spaced from said second axis. 



15. An electromechanical device comprising: 

a frame having an aperture therein; 
a plate suspended in said aperture; 
a pair of beams on opposite sides of said plate 
which define an axis of rotation through said 
plate about which said plate rotates relative to 
said frame, wherein each of said beams ex- 
tends from said plate to said frame and wherein 
a first end of one of said beams is fixedly con- 
nected to one of said plate and said frame and 
a second end of one of said beams is in rota- 
tional contact with the other of said plate and 
said frame so that said plate rotates relative to 
said frame. 

16. An electromechanical device comprising: 

a frame having an aperture therein; 
a plate suspended in said aperture; 
a structure which supports said plate along an 
axis relative to said frame so that said plate ro- 
tates about said axis relative to said frame; and 
an electrostatic actuator comprising an elec- 
trode spaced apart from said frame and an arm 
extending from said electrode to a portion of 
said plate off said axis wherein a potential dif- 
ference between said electrode and said frame 
results in an electrostatic force which is trans- 
mitted via said arm to said plate thus rotating 
said plate relative to said frame. 

17. A method for fabricating an electromechanical de- 
vice, said method comprising the steps of: 

forming a frame having an aperture therein; 
forming a plate suspended in said aperture; 
forming a pair of beams on opposite sides of 
said plate which define an axis of rotation 
through said plate about which said plate ro- 
tates relative to said frame, wherein each of 
said beams extends from said plate to said 
frame and wherein a first end of each of said 
beams is fixedly connected to one of said plate 
and said frame and a second end of each of 
said beams is in rotational contact with the oth- 
er of said plate and said frame so that said plate 
rotates relative to said frame; and 
forming an actuator which provides mechanical 
force for rotating said plate relative to said 
frame about said axis. 
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